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The suburbs are changing.



Clarendon, VirginiaUrbanism is coming to the                 
inner ring, carried on the 

wheels of mass transit.



By 1976, for $10 billion, By 1976, for $10 billion, 
Washington had a Metro Washington had a Metro 

worthy of a great power: a mix worthy of a great power: a mix 
of urban subway and suburban of urban subway and suburban 

commuter line commuter line -- with a station with a station 
design so modern and design so modern and 

magnificent that it has stood magnificent that it has stood 
the test of time.     the test of time.     

Union Station,1903

Gallery Place / 
Chinatown, 1976



Many classes and races mix 
on the Metro. You see up 

close who lives, works and 
visits here. For one thing:  

they read a lot.  

The names of Metro stations 
make up a mental map of   

the city.  Each station,                     
a different identity. 

Cleveland Park    Columbia Heights         Silver Spring    Clarendon



Metro was “the most ambitious effort ever made to offer Americans 
an alternative to the automobile.”*  It wasn’t enough: the 

Washington region is still largely auto-dependent.  Only now are 
they building (and rebuilding) truly transit-oriented communities.

* The Great Society Subway 

http://www.schrag.info/research/greatsocietysubway.html


Silver SpringSilver Spring

Cleveland Cleveland 
ParkPark

ClarendonClarendon

Columbia Columbia 
HeightsHeights

In Part 2

Silver Spring and 
Clarendon

In two parts, Price Tags will look at four ‘Metrohoods.’

Some are intact streetcar suburbs - like Cleveland 
Park.  Others were devastated in the 1960s and 70s –
like Columbia Heights – and are just now regen-
erating. Others – like Silver Spring – were reshaped 
for the auto age and are now reurbanizing.  Some –
like Clarendon – are drawing on a mix of traditional 
Washington city-building and office-park suburbanism.   



Cleveland Cleveland Cleveland 
ParkParkPark

Elite, historic, beautiful, walkable. 

An excellent history here.

http://www.planning.dc.gov/planning/frames.asp?doc=/planning/lib/planning/preservation/brochures/cleve_park_brochure.pdf
http://www.planning.dc.gov/planning/frames.asp?doc=/planning/lib/planning/preservation/brochures/cleve_park_brochure.pdf


Before the Metro came Before the Metro came 
the streetcar.the streetcar.

The District of Columbia The District of Columbia 
had one of the best had one of the best 
systems in America.systems in America.

Much of what was built Much of what was built 
along those lines is           along those lines is           
still there, even if the still there, even if the 
streetcars arenstreetcars aren’’t.t.



No freeways were thrust 
through the northern half of the 
District, leaving intact an urban 

fabric of retail villages along 
winding arterials, lined with 
grand apartments and tree-

filled, low-rise subdivisions in 
between. Metro runs 

underneath. 

Some neighbourhoods are 
just recovering from the 
destabilizing shocks of the 
last three decades.  Others 
like Cleveland Park (below) 
have retained their prestige.



What also gives Washington its distinct look is its 
height limits.  Nothing, with rare exception, is higher 
than the dome of the Capitol, or more than 20 feet 
taller than the width of the street in front.  

Consequently, within the core of the District laid out 
by Pierre L’Enfant, blockish buildings - commercial 
and residential alike - fill up their sites with little 
room in between.  

The result: very strong streetwalls. Almost Paris-
like, of all places.

Beyond, along the streetcar lines, even among the 
forested estates, medium-rise masses of stone and 
brick continued the tradition.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pierre_Charles_L'Enfant 


Washington was one of the first cities in America to use 
zoning controls to shape its suburbs. 

Upper Connecticut Avenue was 
one of them: five commercial 

villages and, in between, some of 
the finest apartments and hotels in 

the nation.  Power and wealth 
concentrated here.

Washington showed how high 
density could be done                 

very well indeed.

In 1894,                                          
the height of apartment 

buildings was limited to 90 
feet.  By1905, up to 35 percent 
of sites had to be left as open 

space.  In the 1920s, they 
allowed one street in single-
family neighbourhoods for 

apartment houses.  



It still does.  A few years 
ago the Kennedy-Warren 

added a new wing by 
meticulously following                

the 1930 design.                        
After much protest,                   

much praise.                                      
More here. 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/ac2/wp-dyn/A38791-2005Apr8?language=printer


They may not have 
much space between 

their buildings, but they 
make up for it with 

wider sidewalks.  The 
setbacks allow for 

spacious outdoor dining 
and more landscaping.



Within a half-mile radius 
of Metro stops are narrow 
streets lined with a mix of 
single-family, duplex, row 
housing and apartment 
blocks – all in harmony.  

Built of brick and stone, 
set back from tree-lined 
sidewalks, they are close 
enough to be intimate, 
high enough to be 
private.



Infill development adopts the 
design and materials of the 
Georgian townhouse – and 
works wonderfully well.   



Within easy, safe and 
attractive walking distance, 
the retail village is anchored 
by the Metro stop.

How can you tell a 
successful urban 
village?

It still has a working 
movie palace, in this 
case the 1936 Uptown –
the best in DC. (They’re 
lining up for Harry 
Potter’s premiere.) 

More here.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cleveland_Park


3133 Connecticut 
WALKSCORE: 85

[Try your address 
here.] 

In one of the most-autocentric
regions in America, here are a set of 

very walkable communities, 
combining home, services, culture, 
work and regional access – all in a 

forest setting.  

Northwest Washington has the 
original New Urbanism.  The current 

generation of designers and 
planners is now discovering what 
made these communities work so 

well and look so good.

http://www.walkscore.com/


Ironically, Cleveland Park is also one of the first places in 
America that began the transition to automobile-oriented design.

“In 1930-31, local developers Shannon and 
Luchs introduced a new and innovative commer-
cial complex … the ’Park and Shop.’

“Designed to include shops, parking spaces, a 
gas station and ‘automobile laundry,’ the ‘Park 
and Shop’ building clearly recognized the 
importance of the automobile and the need to 
provide convenience to the shopper driving an 
automobile.”

- Cleveland Park Historic District



Columbia 
Heights

Cleveland 
Park

Columbia Heights is just a 
mile across Rock Creek 

from Cleveland Park – but 
a world away.



U Street and 14th Street NW (both streetcar lines) were at the centre 
of one of America’s great black neighbourhoods.  In April 1968, it 
was also the epicentre of the riots that followed the assassination of 
Martin Luther King.  Then came middle-class flight, abandonment, 
drugs, violence.  

“At times, hundreds of addicts would fill the streets in a 
carnival-like atmosphere, waiting for drug shipments to arrive.”
More here and here.

Then came the Metro Green Line.  After much delay, the station at  
U and 14th Streets opened in May 1991, and with it reinvestment 
and gentrification that continues to this day.  U Street became cool, 
again.  More here.

By 1999, the next station up the hill, Columbia Heights, opened,
accompanied by a revitalization strategy that has transformed the 
neighbourhood.

http://civileyes.blogspot.com/2007/04/dc-riots-of-1968.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/U_Street_Corridor 
http://travel.nytimes.com/2006/04/14/travel/escapes/14washi.html


This community has good 
bones: the opening of the 

streetcar line up 14th Street in 
1896 created the first 

apartment-house corridor.

With the return of rail, not only 
are the remnants of the past 

being restored, but the 
traditional Washington 

apartment block has been 
integrated with the loft to 
produce a contemporary 

version that fits in well.



With foresight, the District undertook 
community planning workshops in 
1997 before the Metro stop opened, 
and then followed up with a public 
realm framework in 2003 to guide the 
development that is surging up 14th

Street.

The Portland firm of Zimmer Gunsul
Frasca identified the opportunities 
(left) and then produced a design for 
the streetscape and public plaza.

.

More here.

http://planning.dc.gov/planning/frames.asp?doc=/planning/lib/planning/project/columbiaheights/web-colhts-prexecsum-oct2004.pdf


As with Cleveland 
Park, Columbia 
Heights was 
anchored by a movie 
theatre, the Tivoli –
closed in 1976.

Now it has been 
saved as a mixed-
use development, 
home to the Gala 
Hispanic Theatre, a 
live performance 
space for Spanish-
language plays.



Integrated into the Tivoli 
complex is a large full-
service supermarket, 
critical to the functioning 
of the neighbourhood.  
Its shelves reflect the 
ethnic make-up of the 
community.



According to the 2000 census, Columbia Heights is 58 percent African 
American, 34 percent Hispanic, 5.4 percent white and 3.1 percent other.  
The Hispanic population, however, is now estimated to be about 25 percent.  

Columbia Heights remains 
ethnically and economically 
diverse – thanks to the 
existing public housing and 
a continued investment in 
affordable accommodation.

But as the number of  high-
priced condominiums and 
townhouses increases, 
there is displacement of 
renters and low-income 
groups to easterly parts of 
the District and region.



Success breeds its 
own issues: 

gentrification, 
affordability, rising 

concern over 
violent crime, 

congestion and 
overbuilding.

Columbia Heights is pushing the 
boundaries of high-density urbanism by 
incorporating the big box into village-
oriented retail - a Target superstore will 
be joining other chains in a complex 
opposite the Metro station.  



Whether the condo 
boom continues or not, 

the city seems to 
understand the formula 

for success: build on the 
existing urban fabric and 
Metro, lever culture and 

increase affordable 
accommodation, 

improve the public 
realm, compete 

effectively for jobs, 
deliver services 

efficiently and maintain 
public safety.

Not a modest agenda –
but the results are 

increasingly evident.
. 

.
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